


Figure 2. Martha and Oscar Isaac on
Mansfield Creek. This creek is typical of
many in interior Alaska. The creek flows
out of Mansfield Lake, and at certain times
of the year the creek is full of whitefish.
On the right side of the photograph is a
collapsed dip net platform that was part of
an old fish weir used to harvest whitefish.

Figure 1. (Left) Map of upper Tanana and
upper Copper River region. Photograph of
woman packing dog, circa 1910.

Photograph courtesy of William E. Simeone
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Wrangell-St. Elias National Park and Preserve
and the People of the Upper Tanana

By Barbara A. Cellarius, Terry L. Haynes,
and William E. Simeone

Visitors to the northern part of Wrangell-
St. Elias National Park and Preserve may
come away with memories of a spectacular
mountain wilderness with glacial rivers,
snow-covered peaks, elusive wildlife and
brightly colored wildflowers. Underlying
these spectacular vistas, however, is a land-
scape of indigenous human habitation. To
the Native peoples of the upper Tanana re-
gion, this area is not wilderness but rather
their historic home, an area crisscrossed
by trails and travel routes where they and
their ancestors lived, traveled, hunted,
fished, trapped, and gathered.

In 2002, the upper Tanana communities
of Healy Lake, Dot Lake, Tanacross, Tetlin,
and Northway were added to the list of
rural communities that have special access
rights to hunt, fish and gather in Wrangell-
St. Elias National Park, in recognition of
their customary and traditional subsistence
use of resources in the park. Wrangell-St.
Elias recently commissioned an ethno-
graphic overview and assessment for the
upper Tanana area (Haynes and Simeone
2007), focusing on these predominantly
Alaska Native communities, in an effort
to better understand their history and cul-
ture and their ties to the park. This report

is based largely on existing ethnographic
and historical literature along with archi-
val materials, but the authors also drew on
their personal fieldwork in the region. This
article is derived from that larger report
and focuses specifically on these ties
between Wrangell-St. Elias and Alaska
Natives living in the upper Tanana region.
For purposes of this article and the larg-
er report, the upper Tanana region extends
from the Wrangell Mountains north to Jo-
seph Creek and from the Canadian border
west to the confluence of the Goodpaster
and Tanana rivers (Figure 1). The region
includes mountains, rolling hills and river
valleys, numerous lakes and wetlands.
With its subarctic climate, the region has
long, cold winters and relatively warm
summers with many hours of daylight
and low precipitation. Two main northern
Athabascan languages—Upper Tanana and
Tanacross—are spoken by Native residents
of the region, although the number of Na-
tive-language speakers is declining.

Settlement Patterns and
Resource Use

The resource use and settlement pat-
terns of Native people living in the upper
Tanana region prior to sustained western
contact were tailored to these sometimes
difficult environmental conditions and

the natural unpredictability of resource
abundance. Aboriginal Upper Tanana In-
dians were semi-nomadic hunter-gather-
ers who moved seasonally throughout the
year within a defined territory to harvest
fish, wildlife, and other resources. The key
subsistence resources included whitefish,
caribou, moose, waterfowl and muskrats.

The basic unit of social organization
was a small extended family-based group
of between 10 and 30 people, referred to as
a local band. These kinship-based bands
would split up or join with another group
in response to shifting resource availability.
Fach band was associated with a particu-
lar geographic area or territory and had a
number of camps and semi-permanent vil-
lages. These camps and villages were often
sited in proximity to important subsistence
resources. Seven regional bands have been
identified in the upper Tanana area (Figure
3). The Upper Chisana/Upper Nabesna
band territory fell largely within the north-
ern portion of what is now Wrangell-St.
Elias National Park and Preserve. In ad-
dition, the southern borders of several
other bands overlapped with the territory
included in the park.

Until the early twentieth century, lead-
ership in Upper Tanana society rested with
“‘rich men; who were charismatic, enter-
prising individuals who combined an in-
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Figure 3. Band territories and villages, upper Tanana region
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Figure 4. Applying smoke
to the skin is part of the
tanning process and
turns the skin a rich
golden brown. Martha
Isaac of Tanacross tans

a moose skin.

Figure 5. One of the first
steps in tanning a skin is
to scrape all of the residual
fat and tissue from the
inside of the hide using
the foreleg of a moose

or caribou that is
sharpened at one end.

Figure 6. In late May and
early June one of the
principal subsistence
activities is hunting for
muskrat. Oscar Isaac of
Tanacross, at muskrat
camp, is wearing a pair
of canvas tennis shoes,
the preferred footwear
for hunting “rats”. Note
the aluminum canoe has
replaced the traditional
rat canoe, which was a
one man boat with a
birch frame covered in
birch bark or canvas.




terest in others” with a degree of personal Figure 7. (Below) Muskrat hunting follows
a certain routine. Rats are usually hunted in
. . the evening and throughout the long
Sustained western contact in the upper  gymmer night. In the morning the hunters

Tanana region began in the early twentieth eat and sleep. In the afternoon they skin
century. Residents initially acquired west- ~ the animals, as seen here, and stretch the

ds th h trad tworks linked skins. Some of the meat is roasted over an
ern goods through trade networks lnke open fire while the rest is dried for later

to the south starting in the mid-18oos, and use. Burlap bags are an important piece of

then by traveling to trading posts outside =~ edquipment used for a variety of purposes
included storing skins and meat.

self-interest (Haynes and Simeone 2007).
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the region. By the early twentieth century
non-Native traders, trading posts and
Episcopal missionaries had established a
more lasting presence in the region. With
World War II came construction of air-
fields and the Alaska Highway. Settlements
began to develop at missions, trading posts,
and along transportation links. By the
1930s a much more sedentary lifestyle and
residence in villages developed, in part as
aresponse to federal government demands
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for mandatory school attendance. The
adoption of firearms hastened a decline
in cooperative hunting efforts such as the
use and maintenance of extensive caribou
fences. Other agents of change affecting
Upper Tanana people in the twentieth cen-
tury included formal western education,
diseases, market hunting associated with
mining activities, opportunities for wage
employment, and government regulation
of hunting and fishing.

Today’s Upper Tanana Native residents
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Figure 8. (Top) The potlatch is one of the most important events in the Athabascan culture
of interior Alaska, and singing and dancing is an important component of every potlatch.
People in this photograph are from Minto, Northway, Tanacross and Tetlin, all attending

live in villages on or near the Alaska High- a potlatch in Tetlin.

way or in the regional center of Tok. (Others
have left the region and live in Fairbanks,
Anchorage, or beyond.) Formal leadership
in present-day villages takes the form of
elected village or tribal councils, although
elders continue to be respected for their
traditional knowledge and wisdom. The

Figure 9. (Middle) View of the upper Tanana River in August. The Chisana and Nabesna Rivers
form to create the Tanana River which flows into the Yukon at Tanana.
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Figure 10. (Left) Jessie David of Tetlin holding a fleshing tool used to remove flesh and fat
from a moose skin. This tool has a steel blade attached to a moose tibia bone.
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Figure 11. The winter trail above Mansfield Creek. Snow machines are used for hunting
moose and trapping in the winter.
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councils are recognized by the federal gov-

ernment as tribal governments. Although
many adults are employed and patterns
of resource use have changed, subsistence
hunting and fishing continue to contribute
substantial amounts to their diet and to
sustain profound cultural values of shar-
ing, the appropriate treatment of animals,
and respect and appreciation of elders.
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Figure 12. (Top) Women's “Dance with the
Guns” at a potlatch ceremony in Tetlin, June
1984.

Figure 13. (Left) Julius Paul of Tanacross
demonstrates how to hold a bow. Mr. Paul
was an expert craftsman who made drums,
bows and arrows. The bow and arrow stave
are made of birch and the bow string of
moose sinew.

Upper Tanana Ties to
Wrangell-St. Elias

Residents of the upper Tanana villages
continue to harvest resources in the north-
ernpartof Wrangell-St. Elias—forexample,
hunting moose along the Nabesna Road or
sheep in the Mentasta and Wrangell moun-
tains. In many cases this is done under the
provisions of federal subsistence hunting

uidjeH Aqqi7 Aq oroyd ‘uond3||0) saukey 7 AuiaL



regulations and a permit obtained from
the park. Many of the descendents of the
Upper Chisana/Upper Nabesna band
now live in Northway, Chistochina, and
Mentasta and continue to hunt in the areas
used by their ancestors.

In addition to the location of the band
territories and continued use of those ter-
ritories for subsistence activities, another
factor in these interregional ties is the close
relationships between the Native residents
of the upper Tanana and the neighboring
Ahtna region, in the form of intermarriage,
trade, potlatches, and other kinds of inter-
regional cooperation. Potlatches, which are
gatherings involving the ritual distribution
of gifts to memorialize life transitions and
mediate conflicts, play a key role in bind-
ing people from the two regions together.
Additionally, people from Upper Tanana
bands, with kinship ties to the Upper Aht-
na, harvest resources in the Ahtna region,
which also overlaps with the park. For ex-
ample, salmon are not available in the up-
per Tanana River drainage, but through
kinship ties to the Ahtna, residents of the
upper Tanana villages harvest Copper
River salmon. Ahtna people, in turn, some-
times hunted caribou near Kechumstuk.
Further evidence of these ties can be seen
in the extensive network of trails and travel
routes that run between the two regions,
with many of the trails crisscrossing what
are now park lands.

Summary

This article is based on information pre-
sented in an ethnographic overview and
assessment for the upper Tanana area that
was prepared for the National Park Service

Figure 14. One method of harvesting
whitefish in Tetlin was to use a dip net. A
weir or “fence” made of spruce and willow
branches and platform is used in combina-
tion with the large hand-made dip net.

(Haynes and Simeone 2007). The overview
and assessment covers Athabascan culture
in the upper Tanana region prior to sus-
tained western contact at the beginning of
the twentieth centuryand examinesthe tra-
ditional economy, sociopolitical organiza-
tion, territory, language, ritual and religion,
material culture, and trails. Additionally, it
reviews changes that occurred during the
twentieth century. An annotated bibliog-
raphy for information on the history and
culture in the upper Tanana region is also
included. This larger report should be con-
sulted for additional information about the
topics discussed in this article (available at
http://www.subsistence.adfg.state.ak.us/
geninfo/publctns/techpap.cfm and http://
www.nps.gov/wrst/historyculture/upper-
tanana-ethnographic-study.htm).
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Figure 15. (Top) Potlatch drummers
(in foreground, left to right): Ahtna
elder Huston Sanford, along with
Upper Tanana elders Chief Andrew
Isaac, Kenneth Thomas, Charlie
James, and Abraham Luke.
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Figure 16. (Left) Chief Andrew Isaac
with Chief Walter Northway and
Lily Northway dressed in chief’s
regalia.
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